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Mobile Multilocational Work: Benefits 
and Drawbacks

Matti Vartiainen

1  Introduction

The distribution and mobilization of work activities have dramatically increased in 
organizations’ value chains over the last two decades and will continue to do so as 
organizations seek to adapt to the pandemic-related changes in their ways of work-
ing and to increase their resilience for the future. The concept of a mobile multilo-
cational worker is used here to refer to those employees who frequently move 
spatially using different locations for work and who communicate often—but not 
necessarily always—with others via electronic tools as they are both physically and 
virtually mobile (e.g., Gareis et al., 2006; Hyrkkänen & Vartiainen, 2005). In this 
sense, mobile multilocational work belongs to the family of remote and telework. 
The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 
(Eurofound) and the International Labour Office (ILO) (Eurofound and the ILO, 
2017) define telework and ICT-based mobile work as working with information and 
communication technologies (ICT) from more than one location (with different 
degrees of mobility) with the potential for flexibility as regards the time and place 
of work. Virtual connections also make it possible for mobile workers to collaborate 
with others from multiple locations in widely distributed teams (Lipnack & Stamps 
2000). In remote work, technologies are not necessarily needed.
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An Example Day in the Life of a Mobile Multilocational 
Knowledge Worker
Great! Today I have an opportunity to make an autoethnographic case study 
about mobile knowledge workers and their use of technology—that is, about 
myself. It is inspiring because until now I have mainly studied collaboration 
in virtual teams.

Today I travel to Austria for a small conference to speak about challenges 
in mobile work. The plane from Helsinki to Munich leaves at 7:45 am. From 
there, I will continue by train to Innsbruck and further on by bus to a small 
village called Obergurgl in the mountains, over 2000 meters above sea level, 
where the University of Innsbruck has a congress center.

Before departure, I have time to upload the emails that have accumulated 
overnight onto my laptop via my home WLAN. I hurry up to catch tram 7. On 
the tram, there are only few people as it is rather early; so, nobody disturbs 
me. I open my smart phone to read the daily news from Finland and world. 
There’s a screen at the end of the tram where I read the weather for the day 
and the quality of air in the city center. It takes 20 minutes to get to the railway 
station to continue by local train to airport.

On the train, I check my emails; unfortunately most of the messages are 
advertisements, which have smartly passed my junk filter. Anyhow, I manage 
to find my electronic boarding pass. It helps a lot to avoid queueing at the 
airport. While waiting for access to the plane, I call a colleague to agree on a 
meeting next week. Connections really work—we may after all be in a knowl-
edge society?

Two hours on the plane pass swiftly by reading a dissertation manuscript, 
and the plane lands at Munich airport on time. I have a sumptuous 2 hours 
before my train leaves for Innsbruck. I start looking for a free WLAN; it takes 
some time because of three competitive offers. I accept the airport offer (free 
hour!). I also need to charge my computer because there may not be electric-
ity on the train. It is astonishingly hard to find a charging point as most of 
them are occupied. Meeting Point café is recommended at the information 
point. So, there I go, and a friendly waitress shows me to my place. The next 2 
hours go smoothly, I have coffee with a bun, exchanging emails, chatting and 
calling, and reading the news.

The train to Innsbruck Hauptbahnhof leaves on time. The train is full, my 
seat is quite cramped, and a father with his son sit opposite talking constantly. 
I can’t really concentrate on reading the dissertation script. In addition, the 
landscape becomes remarkably beautiful as the Alps in silhouette come closer.

Near the station, I meet a group of people who are going to the same con-
ference; they are mostly researchers from German and Swiss universities. 
Then, onto the bus and up to the mountains, we start climbing little by little 
upward. On the bus, there is plenty of time to catch up with people you know. 
It’s a great place to meet old acquaintances face-to-face—and take a little 
nap. We arrive at Obergurgl around 8 pm. After making it to my room, I start 
to check my emails and call requests. If I do not answer today, I may have 
trouble tomorrow morning. In addition, I need to finalize my presentation….
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The working days of many mobile workers are blurred, as there is no specific 
time or place for the work to start or end. People can potentially work all the time in 
solitude, virtually asynchronously and synchronously, online, and in face-to-face 
collaboration with others. It is often rather difficult to separate solo working from 
collaborative work, even when working from home (Fig. 1). Working with elec-
tronic tools takes place in “pseudo-privacy” as it is often interrupted by emails, text 
messages, calls, and online virtual meetings. The increasing findability and aware-
ness of other people’s locations and their availability on the Internet reduces the 
feeling of autonomy and increases that of external controllability (Zuboff, 2019). 
Thus, the nature of work requires presence at several levels creating a need to be 
“multi-present.” This “multi-presence” (Koroma & Vartiainen 2017) refers to 
mobile workers’ urge to be simultaneously present in physical, virtual, and social 
spaces while working across boundaries from multiple locations and on the move. 
States of presence arise from different combinations of physical, virtual, and social 
spaces ranging from absence to presence, both socially and virtually.

2  Drivers of Mobile Multilocational Work

2.1  External Needs for Change in the Organization of Work

It is evident that many changes in jobs, tasks, and the organization of work are 
brought about by the digitalization of tasks (Vartiainen, 2020). Digitalization means 
the intrusion of digital technology into people’s everyday activities and communica-
tion, a phenomenon which started in the 1980s with the introduction of desktop 
computers (see, e.g., Hertel et al., 2017). The development of mobile devices and 
Internet and cloud services in the 2000s has enabled mobile, multilocational work 
(Andriessen & Vartiainen, 2006; Koroma et al., 2014).

Digitalization and changes in work and working environments influence profes-
sions and employment relationships by making organizational structures, working 
times, places of work, and collaboration more flexible in terms of time and place. All 
the more, work today is often organized within and between workplaces in tempo-
rary projects. The flexibility paradigm has long roots (e.g., Skorstad & Ramsdal, 
2009) referring sometimes to the potential of individual autonomy and sometimes to 

Fig. 1 A mobile multilocational worker’s working day is a blurred mixture of working alone and 
asynchronously and synchronously with others

Mobile Multilocational Work: Benefits and Drawbacks

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51



an organization’s ability to respond to unexpected occurrences in the work environ-
ment. Flexible organization involves temporal flexibility, that is, a worker can, or is 
expected to, begin and end his or her work according to the situation and the need. 
The choice of working hours is also affected by international cooperation, which 
requires, for example, arranging online meetings requiring some participants to be 
available unusually early in the morning or late in the evening. The point in time of 
working varies a lot. Cooperation with others is done in local meetings, online, and 
periodically at the main workplace, if it exists. Virtual teams are used as a common 
way of cooperating as are digital platforms to arrange global online work. All in all, 
information technology enables a flexible choice of time and place, but simultane-
ously it creates psychological, organizational, and societal challenges and hindrances.

2.2  Prevalence of Mobile Multilocational Work

Eurofound (2020a) shows the spread of mobile multilocational work in Europe 
using available data especially from the European Working Condition Survey 
(EWCS, Eurofound, 2016). Teleworkers including mobile multilocational employ-
ees were defined (Eurofound, 2020a, p.  4) “…as employees and self-employed 
workers who work with computers, laptops, smartphones, and other forms of ICT 
‘always’ or ‘almost all of the time,’ and who work in at least one other location than 
their employer’s premises at least several times a month. They are further catego-
rized based on the frequency of ICT use, place of work and level of mobility.” Based 
on this, four types of teleworkers have been identified: regular home-based employ-
ees who frequently use ICT to work from home, highly mobile employees who 
frequently have a high level of mobility, occasional employees who occasionally 
use ICT to work from locations other than their employer’s premises, and the self- 
employed, who occasionally or frequently use ICT to work from locations other 
than their own premises.

According to the EWCS study (Eurofound, 2020a), around 19% of employees 
and 20% of self-employed workers in Europe are teleworkers. Almost half of self- 
employed are highly mobile, compared to 27% of dependent employees. Fifteen 
percent are home-based teleworkers, and self-employed teleworkers account for the 
same. There are large differences between countries, and the mobile and multiloca-
tional work mode is most widespread in the Scandinavian countries. It is most wide-
spread in information and communication, financial services, professional and 
scientific activities, and public administration. The proportion of professional male 
employees aged under 49 years is larger than for women. There is rather little infor-
mation about mobile and multilocational work outside Europe. However, based on 
very scarce data, Eurofound and the International Labour Office (2017, p. 16) report 
that in the USA 37% of all workers say that they “telecommuted” or teleworked in 
2015, which is up slightly from 30% during the previous decade. Due to the techno-
logical changes—and today the pandemic and similar—there is reason to presume 
that this development will gain speed.
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To summarize, the market, working conditions, and work processes stimulate the 
work-demand side—that is, what needs to be done and how. Demographic and 
social changes influence the work-supply side—that is, the kinds of workers that are 
available and their preferences, competencies, and behavior. These changes force 
and enable organizations to develop new business strategies including increased 
shares of mobile multilocational work. The direct consequence of all this is to be 
found in the growth of distributed work processes, network organizations, the physi-
cal mobility of workers, and intensive mediated interaction. This may bring many 
benefits for the organization such as greater flexibility, effectiveness, and innova-
tiveness and also benefits for employees such as dynamic and enriched work con-
tents, autonomy, and a more flexible integration of work and private life. However, 
it is clear that the new possibilities can also bring risks. They may increase the 
societal and economic divide, content-wise creating narrow and tailored jobs, for 
example, gig work. They may lead to workaholic behavior, higher stress levels, and 
lower job satisfaction. The work-life balance at home may be disturbed and inter-
personal relations in the workplace loosened. Not enough is known about the work-
ing conditions and safety of workers at home and when traveling. Therefore, it is 
beneficial to identify and profile what types of mobile multilocational can be found, 
before analyzing their implications and success conditions and developing guide-
lines that are both effective and sustainable.

3  Types of Mobile Multilocational Work

Many things in work can be mobile (Vartiainen, 2006). It helps to think of work as 
a system consisting of several interrelated components: an employee or a group 
working purposefully using tools to handle objects of work in a working environ-
ment. Mobility is related to all the components of this work system. The mobility of 
a team is shown in its members’ physical mobility when they use different locations 
and move between them using their mobile devices. From the perspective of tools, 
team members may also be virtually and mentally mobile, meaning that they work 
together on virtual platforms, exchanging and sharing thoughts and ideas in digital 
format and externalizing them as products and services, for example, as documents 
and drawings. The object of work moves as well or is transported from one place to 
another in physical (material) form or is transformed into electronic (i.e., immate-
rial, digitalized, or virtual) form. In addition, concrete tools—that is, technologies 
such as the means of production and communication, for example, mobile phones—
are moved.

The physical mobility of employees is realized on at least two levels: individuals 
move alone doing solo work, for example, local and global freelancers, or they 
move as members of a distributed team or organization doing collaborative work. 
There are also examples of fully mobile teams (Verburg et al., 2006) and organiza-
tions (Stieglitz & Brockmann, 2012). Moving employees establish an “instant 
office” by adapting to and using the environment at hand and do so both repeatedly 
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and quickly. If collaboration with distant colleagues and customers is needed, this is 
possible via mobile, wireless information, and communication technologies. Mobile 
employees travel, using ICT for communicating and collaborating with others at 
different locations. Therefore, mobile work is also remote work or telework in its 
traditional meaning of being performed out of the main workplace.

3.1  A Garden of Individual Mobility

Mobile multilocational work belongs to the family of remote and telework. At the 
individual level, telework and remote work are terms that refer to all kinds of work 
and working arrangements carried out outside of a main workplace but related to it 
(Olson & Primps, 1984, p. 98). Due to historical reasons, there is an essential differ-
ence between the concepts of “telework” and “remote work.” Telework means ICT- 
enabled remote work. According to ILO (2020, p.  6), the difference is that a 
teleworker uses personal electronic devices, whereas a remote worker works with-
out communication technology in an alternative location to the default place of 
work, i.e., main workplace or home (e.g., ILO, 2020). In addition, both in telework 
and remote work, the physical location is a criterion for categorizing their basic 
types (e.g., Electronic Commerce and Telework Trends [ECATT], 2000, pp. 8–11; 
Gareis et  al., 2004; Garrett & Danziger, 2007; Eurofound and the International 
Labour Office, 2017; ILO, 2020):

 (a) Home-based telework is the most widely recognized and best-known type of 
telework. Home-based teleworkers use technologies to communicate and col-
laborate. The majority of teleworkers divide their time between the home and 
the office, and they are therefore called “alternating teleworkers.” Individuals 
who spend more than 90% of their working time at home are called “permanent 
teleworkers.” “Supplementary teleworkers” are those who spend less than one 
full day per week teleworking from home. They are also called “occasional 
teleworkers” to distinguish them from regular teleworkers. A remote worker 
can also use home as a workplace option.

 (b) Self-employed teleworkers in SOHOs (small office home offices) are private, 
organization-independent entrepreneurs such as freelancers or consultants, who 
work and communicate at or from home with their contractors, partners, and 
clients by means of new technologies. There are also self-employed remote 
workers. The critical difference between remote and teleworkers concerning 
SOHOs and home-based remote and teleworkers is their market position as 
self-employed. A self-employed remote worker such as a hairdresser can 
receive customers at home or go to them.

 (c) Mobile multilocational remote or teleworkers are those who agree with the 
question: “In the last four weeks, have you spent any of your working time 
away from your home and from your main place of work, e.g., on business trips, 
in the field, travelling or on the customer’s premises?” (Lilischkis & Meyer, 
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2003, p. 8). High-intensity mobile remote or teleworkers are those who do so 
for 10 hours or more per week. In both cases, commuting to work is not 
included. High-intensity mobile teleworkers use personal electronic devices 
always or almost always, whereas a high-intensity remote worker does not.

Types of individual physical mobility. For the identification of physically mobile 
employees, Lilischkis (2003) used a still-valid topology based on the dimensions of 
physical space and time (Fig. 2). Space criteria include (a) the number of locations, 
(b) the recurrence of the locations, (c) whether there are headquarters to return to, 
(d) whether work takes place while moving or at a destination, (e) whether work can 
take place at fixed locations without changing it, (f) whether there is a limitation of 
the work area, and (g) the distance between locations. Time criteria include (a) the 
frequency of changing location, (b) the time spent moving between work locations, 
and (c) the time spent at a certain work location if not moving. Each type of mobile 
work has its own constitutive criterion. On-site movers work in a limited work area, 
yo-yos return to a main office, pendulums have two recurrent work locations, 
nomads work in more than two places, and carriers cannot do their work at a fixed 
location while moving.

The categories of micro-mobility (desk-based), multi-mobility (campus), and 
total mobility are also fruitful. The micro-mobility of an employee—that is, in- 
house and on-site mobility—increases primarily because of the implementation of 
the open office “flexispace” concept. A flexispace is a generic, adaptable space that 
can be used for a wide range of activities. Campus mobility, that is, city-level mobil-
ity, stems from the need for multiple face-to-face meetings with colleagues, clients, 
subcontractors, and partners in different nearby places. Employees use visitors’ 
working places at other sites belonging to the company in the district and work at 

Fig. 2 Types of physically mobile employees (Vartiainen & Andriessen, 2006, p. 272 based on 
Gareis, 2006, p. 22; Lilischkis, 2003; Schaffers et al., 2006)
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home as well. Together with flexible working hours, this may also make a better 
work-life balance possible and result in savings regarding total transportation times 
and distances. Fully mobile employees are nomadic, moving all the time, for exam-
ple, journalists, multisite managers, and global sales representatives.

3.2  A Mobile Employee as a Member of a Team

Remote mobile workers very often collaborate with their work colleagues, supervi-
sors, and customers. This collaboration takes place either face-to-face or virtually 
from afar with at least one other person; it is dyadic or takes place with more other 
people. So, it is typical that a mobile multilocational worker is a member of a per-
manent or a temporary fluid team sharing his/her time between solo work and asyn-
chronous and synchronous virtual online work and occasional face-to-face work 
with others.

Demand characteristics of collaboration. Virtual teams (VTs) are groups of peo-
ple who work interdependently with a shared purpose across space and time, using 
technology to communicate and collaborate (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000; Martins 
et al., 2004). Virtuality is a team characteristic that is often also related to the degree 
of geographical distribution of the team members. In a similar manner, physical 
mobility is just one characteristic of team working. However, virtual teams have 
many forms as they operate in a variety of environments with different purposes, 
and they may adopt a variety of internal regulative processes to adapt to their envi-
ronments. In addition, the mobility of their members brings along tensions related 
to their functionality. The job demands from the viewpoint of mobile work in virtual 
teams can be conceptualized as the contextual complexity and operationalized by 
using six generic demand characteristics (Vartiainen, 2006, p. 30):

 (a) Location, for example, where team members work and how far these places are 
from each other

 (b) Mobility, for example, how many team members work in the same place and 
how many use multiple locations

 (c) Time, for example, whether team members work synchronously or 
asynchronously;

 (d) Temporariness, for example, whether employees work temporarily on a project 
or in a permanent team

 (e) Diversity, for example, the composition of a team and the diversity of its mem-
bers’ backgrounds

 (f) Mode of interaction, for example, the proportion of face-to-face vs. mediated 
communication.

The task content together with the context characteristics of a team creates 
demands to organize intragroup processes and social support in such a manner that 
the team can survive and remain resilient.

M. Vartiainen

199

200

201

202

203

204

205

206

207

208

209

210

211

212

213

214

215

216

217

218

219

220

221

222

223

224

225

226

227

228

229

230

231

232

233

234

235

236

237



Next, the differences between different team types are explored in detail in order 
to identify the role of mobility in collaboration. The task and contextual complexity 
characteristics are used as differentiating factors.

Conventional, distributed, virtual, and mobile teams. There are four basic types 
of teams (Fig. 3), which are different from their demand characteristics. Conventional 
teams comprise members who work together in the same location and communicate 
face-to-face. At most they include micro-mobile team members who are moving 
in-house. Other terms that have been used as synonyms include traditional teams, 
face-to-face teams, and co-located teams.

Task complexity itself does not differentiate distributed teams from conventional 
teams; the variation of task ranges from simple to complex and their interdepen-
dence may be the same in both. Conventional team members jointly solve problems 
that are just as demanding and perform tasks that are just as creative as is the case 
with distributed teams. When studying the similarities from the viewpoint of con-
textual complexity, members of conventional teams, as well as of distributed teams, 
often divide their efforts in synchronous time, though work only temporarily in a 
team, and are diverse in terms of their members’ backgrounds and personal charac-
teristics. In addition, distributed team members can also work in fixed places, 
though they are distributed. Therefore, the key characteristic that makes a distrib-
uted team different from a conventional team is the location of its members, i.e., in 
distributed teams, team members are located geographically far from each other. 
However, the use of communication technologies for collaboration is not a necessity.

When mediated communication is added as a demand characteristic to a distrib-
uted team, it is transformed into a virtual team. The mode of interaction makes a 
distributed team a virtual team. Mobility is an additional characteristic and trans-
forms a virtual team into a mobile virtual team. In mobile teams, team members 
move and work in many places and collaborate from them virtually. At the other 
end, there are the “ideal types” or prototypical global, highly mobile, virtual teams 
and projects such as management, marketing and sales teams, and new product 
design teams whose members may constantly move and may never meet each other 
face-to-face.

In practice, teams and projects are only seldom fully distributed and “virtual” in 
the sense of being at the extreme ends of spectrum regarding the six demand char-
acteristics, in which all members, who are different in terms of their backgrounds, 

Fig. 3 Types of groups and teams by increasing contextual complexity (Vartiainen et  al., 
2007, p. 25)
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move and work temporarily and asynchronously together over large distances using 
only ICT for their communication. The six characteristics of contextual complexity 
are closely related to and dependent on each other: a change in one results in changes 
in some or all of the others. Two examples are (1) the greater the distance between 
distributed employees, the greater the use of ICT for collaboration (2) and the 
greater the physical mobility of an employee is, the more likely he or she is to meet 
and collaborate with people from diverse backgrounds.

In summary, the main types of nonconventional teams are (a) distributed, (b) 
virtual, and (c) mobile virtual teams. Team members working in different locations 
and their geographical distance from each other make a distributed team. A team 
becomes virtual when group members communicate and collaborate with each 
other from different locations via electronic media and do not meet each other face- 
to- face. The physical mobility of group members adds a new demand characteristic 
to distributed work. Mobile, virtual teams are always distributed; however, not all 
distributed, virtual teams are mobile. Virtuality, as in the use of ICT for communica-
tion and collaboration, makes a team into a distributed virtual team or mobile virtual 
team. In conclusion, it can be said that mobile virtual teams are the most complex 
types of teams to lead and manage because of the changing contexts (spaces) of 
individual mobile employees.

4  The “Life Space” of a Mobile Multilocational Worker

What makes the research on mobile multilocational work and the life of mobile 
employees a challenge are their continuously changing working contexts. This 
implies that workers find themselves in different situations requiring them to con-
tinuously adapt and change their mindset and behavior. The “life space” concept 
nicely illustrates the mental space and other related spaces of mobile workers stay-
ing and working in multiple locations. The well-known classic social scientist 
Lewin (1951) described the “life space” or “psychological field” in his field theory 
(Burnes & Cooke, 2013). The formula B = f(p,e) compactly explains the main idea 
of the theory: behavior (B) is a function of the person (p) and their environment (e). 
“Life space” is a highly subjective space that deals with the world as the individual 
sees it. The life space is, however, according to Lewin, embedded in the objective 
socio-material elements of the physical and social fields and their demands. Today 
in working life, the life spaces are layered with physical, virtual, and social demand 
characteristics, which vary in different contexts. From the psychological point of 
view, each individual perceives, experiences, and interprets these demands trans-
forming them to regulate their actions. This implies and underlines the meaning of 
personal perceptions and interpretations of the contexts in use.

As life space describes individual contexts, the concept of “ba” (Nonaka et al., 
2000)1 focuses on shared contexts, in which knowledge is created, shared, and 

1 Ba roughly means place. The concept was originally proposed by the Japanese philosopher 
Nishida (1921) and further developed by Shimizu (1995; see also Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 14).
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utilized by those who interact and communicate there, as often happens in collab-
orative knowledge work. Ba does not just mean a physical space, but a specific time 
and space that integrates layers of spaces. In this way, ba unifies the physical space, 
such as office premises, with the virtual space, using means such as email, and the 
mental and social spaces using aspects such as common experiences, ideas, values, 
and ideals shared by people with common goals as a working context. Physical, 
virtual, and social spaces and their interpretation in the mental space vary between 
mobile and multilocational workers driven by changing locations (Fig. 4). Next, the 
characteristics of the spaces are shortly described.

Physical spaces. The physical environments that mobile employees use for 
working are divided into five categories (Gareis et al., 2004): (a) home; (b) the main 
workplace (i.e., “main office”); (c) moving places such as cars, trains, planes, and 
ships; (d) a customer’s and partner’s premises or their own company’s other prem-
ises (other workplaces); and (e) hotels, cafés, and so forth (third workplaces). As 
they all can be used for work purposes, they could all be referred to by the general 
term workplace.

Virtual spaces. A virtual space refers to a digital platform, a virtual workspace, 
or collaborative working environments consisting of various hardware, software, 
and media for individual employees, groups, and whole organizations. The Internet 
and intranet provide digital platforms to communicate, collaborate, and find knowl-
edge and other people both with simple tools (e.g., email, audio conferencing, vid-
eoconferencing, chat, group calendar, document management, presence awareness, 
and findability tools) and with collaborative working environments (e.g., personal 
digital assistants [PDAs], smart phones, groupware systems, and social software, 

Fig. 4 Types of workspaces in mobile multilocational work. (Based on Vartiainen et  al., 
2007, p. 31)
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e.g., Weblogs, wikis, instant messaging, chat, and other communications systems 
that host many-to-many interactions, support groups, and community interaction).

Social space. The social environment covers social relations in the physical and 
organizational work environments. For example, social support can come from a 
variety of sources, including coworkers, supervisors, customers, family, and friends 
(Taylor, 2011). The organizational context consists of the norms, rules, and work 
practices of an organization, including both unarticulated organizational culture and 
the more tangible work practices, guidelines, and symbols.

Mental space. A mental space refers to individual cognitive constructs, thoughts, 
beliefs, ideas, and emotional states such as sentiments and moods that employees 
have and share. Creating and forming joint mental spaces requires communication 
and collaboration such as exchanging ideas in face-to-face or in virtual dialogs.

In summary, the working contexts of mobile multilocational workers are combi-
nations of physical, virtual, and social spaces perceived through a mental space that 
are organized for working purposes in various manners including also cultural val-
ues especially in collaborative work. The use of various spaces varies depending on 
the type of work and interdependence of the tasks to be done. Remote solo work in 
solitude at home without virtual connections with others is an extreme and rather 
rare case. Usually home-based remote workers communicate sporadically with 
superiors and colleagues either virtually or face-to-face. When employees are work-
ing in multiple locations, the combination and emphasis of their spaces are different 
from co-located employees, just because of the greater number of physical places 
they rotate through and use. Still, they need not communicate virtually. The signifi-
cance of virtual spaces grows when members of a distributed team communicate 
and collaborate with each other. They not only are distributed in physical places but 
also simultaneously use virtual places (videoconferencing and documents shared on 
the intranet), and they are related to other team members who share common goals 
(social space) to achieve shared aims and possibly share common ideas, beliefs, and 
values (mental space).

5  Benefits and Drawbacks of Working in Multiple Places

5.1  Workload Factors

In mobile multilocational work, the demand characteristics in work spaces are influ-
enced not only by the complexity of one organization, its resources, and its tasks 
(Carayon & Zijlstra, 1999) but also by the multiple changing work environments 
from which the work is executed (Axtell et  al., 2008; Hyrkkänen & Vartiainen, 
2005, 2007; Vartiainen & Hyrkkänen, 2010). External workload factors refer to 
those characteristics in work spaces that impinge upon a human being and result in 
mental strain, which may have either positive, short- or long-term consequences 
(such as increased vigor, engagement, and motivation) or negative, short- or 
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long- term consequences (such as fatigue and exhaustion) (Richter & Hacker, 1998). 
The extant research indicates that the job demands-resources model (JD-R model, 
Demerouti et al., 2001) is suitable for studying the process that causes the draining 
of employees’ mental and physical energy (Hakanen & Roodt, 2010). In the JD-R 
model, job demands denote the physical, psychological, social, and organizational 
aspects of a job that require sustained physical and/or psychological efforts or skills 
(Demerouti et  al., 2001). Job demands may become job stressors when meeting 
those demands requires considerable efforts from which the employee has not ade-
quately recovered or when sufficient job resources are not provided to counterbal-
ance the strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). For example, the individual’s ability to 
control (Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) the 
multiple environments encountered or the lack of such control results in either well- 
being or stress.

The job demands in the JD-R model can be divided into two categories, challenge- 
related and hindrance-related stressors (e.g., Cavanaugh et  al., 2000; Podsakoff 
et al., 2007; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). The extant literature suggests that hin-
drances (Crawford et al., 2010), daily issues (Zohar, 1999; Mark et al., 2005), dis-
continuities (Watson-Manheim et al., 2002), discrepancies (Mandler, 1990; Jett & 
George, 2003), and interruptions (Perlow, 1999; Ziljstra et  al., 1999) constitute 
similar phenomena as they all constrain work-related accomplishments by affecting 
goal-directed activities, action regulation, and, consequently, employee well-being. 
According to recent studies, job demands that employees perceive as hindrances are 
positively associated with exhaustion and negatively associated with vigor (Van den 
Broeck et al., 2010) and engagement (Crawford et al., 2010).

A limited amount of research is available on the effects of working in multiple 
locations on the well-being and performance of mobile multilocational employees. 
Current research (e.g., Becker & Sims, 2000; Bosch-Sijtsema et  al., 2010; 
Eurofound, 2020a; Harrison et  al., 2004; Hill et  al., 2003; Felstead et  al., 2005; 
Hislop & Axtell, 2009; Uhmavaara et al., 2005; Vartiainen & Hyrkkänen, 2010) is 
controversial as it shows that while the company and employee recognize that there 
are benefits to mobile working, there are also drawbacks, which are very often indi-
vidually experienced as an increase in workload. Overall, although working in dif-
ferent locations and spaces serves the “anytime, anywhere” autonomy, it has 
working-context-related drawbacks in addition to its benefits. Next, the benefits and 
drawbacks—including challenges and hindrances—are described for five types of 
physical locations that mobile employees use for working.

5.2  Working at Home

Homes as workplaces vary a lot. As Harrison et al. (2004) noted, blurring the bound-
aries between working and private life leads to the temporary use of private spaces 
for working. Sometimes there are named and specified real and virtual settings for 
working. However, the homes of mobile workers are usually not ideal places to 
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work in as they are often not designed for that purpose. The amount of workspace 
may be inadequate and separate working places are costly. As a consequence, work 
may, for example, be conducted at the kitchen table, which generally must be 
cleared to make room for paperwork and often presents ergonomic challenges as 
well (Halford, 2005; Hislop & Axtell, 2009).

One of the first studies (Olson & Primps, 1984) on working at home concerned 
the effects of regular work at home on the relationship between an employee and an 
employer, the connection between work and nonwork domains, and gender issues. 
Working at home seems to generate some uncertainty and unpredictability between 
the worker and other family members and, on the other hand, also between employ-
ees and their managers (Felstead et al., 2005). A fresh review (Eurofound, 2020a, 
p. 1) shows that “…within the highly mobile TICTM group, the share of workers 
with poor work–life balance is considerably larger among those who have children 
compared to those who do not. By contrast, a poor work–life balance is more preva-
lent among regular home-based teleworkers without children than those with 
children.”

Table 1 shows the benefits and drawbacks of working at home from the perspec-
tives of employees and employers. The home as a workplace is intended usually for 
tasks that require concentration. Mobile workers can have uninterrupted time at 
home to read, plan, schedule, coordinate, prepare, research, and be creative. A home 
as a work environment provides the mobile worker with an escape from the pres-
sures and interruptions of an office environment. Although they may feel that they 
are most productive at home, some of the same hindrances that affect home-based 
teleworkers also exist for mobile workers (e.g., Halford, 2005; Hislop & Axtell, 
2009; Venezia & Allee, 2007). For example, Halford (2005) reports challenges in 
working practices, such as difficulties ending the workday because the space does 
not restrict working.

The time used for work increases because of the lack of commuting. However, 
there is also freedom to choose when to work and when to have personal time. This 
may lead to a higher quality of personal life and more effective work, although such 
arrangements may lead to the “autonomy paradox” (Eurofound, 2020a) that is to an 
intensification of work combined with heavy workloads and work cultures domi-
nated by competition, self-management, or mechanisms to enforce performance. 
The main challenge is work spilling over into family life and leisure time, resulting 
in an imbalance between these areas. Additionally, there are also interruptions at 
home if children are small. Because of reduced staff interaction, there is a lack of 
social contact and isolation from the flow of information, support, and help from 
management and colleagues. A deterioration of the relationship with supervisors 
may harm promotion prospects.

Homes as social spaces have inherent hindrances as well. Hislop and Axtell 
(2009) conclude that the home is not a conducive environment for collaborative 
work. According to Halford (2005), the main challenges regarding the organiza-
tional relationship are the pressures to prove one’s availability to others and the fact 
that the home working environment undermines office sociability. Problems linked 
to the need for team and managerial support and for training as well as the more 
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nebulous reliance on visual methods of problem-solving are also described by 
mobile workers who use their home as a workspace. On the other hand, managers 
are more concerned with issues of trust and time with respect to mobile workers 
who work from home. The unpredictability of some of the work causes a particular 
concern. For example, how would a manager know whether a worker had really 
encountered a problem that took longer to resolve than expected or whether the 
worker was slacking off? Managers also expressed protective concerns for their 
staff as they worry that the worker may be struggling on a work-related issue or 
struggling with working from home. They were concerned that when working from 

Table 1 Benefits and drawbacks of working at home (Becker et al., 1993, 1995; Boell et al., 2013; 
Eurofound, 2020a; Felstead et al., 2005; Greengard, 1994; Koroma et al., 2014; Olson & Primps, 
1984; Uhmavaara et al., 2005)

Benefits Drawbacks

From the viewpoint of employees From the viewpoint of employees

   Higher quality of personal life    No leisure time if small children are present
   Autonomy: freedom to choose when to work 

and when to have personal time
   Work spilling into family life

   Ability to avoid interruptions of the main 
office

   Interruptions at home

   Increased amount of time used because of no 
commuting

   Deterioration of relationship with 
supervisors

   More effective work    Reduced face-to-face interaction with 
colleagues, lack of social contacts

   Isolation from the flow of information, 
support, and help

   Reduced prospects for promotion
   Aggravated “workaholism”
   Need for separate costly workplace, 

inadequate workspace
From the viewpoint of employers From the viewpoint of employers

   Reduction of office space and the associated 
costs

   Enlarging responsibilities based on 
legislation

   Reduction of transportation    Insurance liabilities
   Ability to attract and retain certain highly 

valued employees
   Challenges to compensation

   Broadening the workforce pool by including 
people that would otherwise be unable to 
work

   Low commitment of employees to the 
organization

   Reduction of traffic congestion and air 
pollution

   Loss of control over work performance
   Reduced visibility of employees
   Managers’ concerns about their own 

attentiveness
   Trust/availability concerns
   Costs to build up home office, e.g., 

furniture, equipment, rent, additional media 
lines
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home, workers may not always receive important information in a timely manner. 
Again, based on the reviewed literature, it is evident that mobile workers must 
develop new working practices when working from home.

5.3  Main Workplace

For a mobile worker, the main workplace is only one of many locations used for 
work. It is a place for meeting and interacting with colleagues and team members 
both formally and informally (Table 2). The first challenge when arriving at the 
main workplace is to find a suitable non-occupied place to work that meets the 
demands of the task at hand. Finding an appropriate space that can accommodate 
the various work activities, such as creative tasks, can be difficult. After finding an 
appropriate space, often in an open office, the work environment must be structured 
to be conducive for work (Brown & O’Hara, 2003; Bosch-Sijtsema et al., 2010; 
Hislop & Axtell, 2009). An open environment is beneficial as mobile desk workers 
mainly come to the office to meet with colleagues, interact, and collaborate. On the 
other hand, an open environment can be noisy and may disturb those who need to 
concentrate or need a private place for other reasons. The number of meetings, 
phone calls, and informal interactions means that the periods of undisturbed time 
are limited (Hislop & Axtell, 2009; Bosch-Sijtsema et  al., 2010; Vartiainen & 
Hyrkkänen, 2010).

Tasks conducted at the main workplace often require team and managerial 
support, training in unfamiliar tasks, or joint problem-solving (Halford, 2005). 
Furthermore, mobile workers usually have an accumulation of work that requires 
timely attention (Vartiainen & Hyrkkänen, 2010; Venezia & Allee, 2007) as a 
result of their visits to other places. They do not only report and complete admin-
istrative tasks, but they also negotiate, gather knowledge, make decisions, and 
plan their next trip. Consequently, they are under significant pressure to achieve 
a considerable amount of work when they are in the main office, but the per-
ceived productivity of mobile desk workers appears to be significantly lower 
than that of those employees who have a dedicated desk (Bosch-Sijtsema 
et al., 2010).

Although the social environment is often rather hectic, and there are many 
other people around, there is the risk of the lack of identification as belonging to 
a certain group is difficult and frequent absences of all group members reduce 
informal interactions even when a mobile worker is in the main office (Bosch-
Sijtsema et  al., 2010). Difficulties in group relationships also occur, such as 
issues in social relationships and conflicts between and among teams and their 
members. Therefore, there is the need to manage and build work-related, fre-
quently changing networks. It can be concluded that companies do not providing 
sufficient support for their mobile multilocational workers (Vartiainen & 
Hyrkkänen, 2010).
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5.4  Moving Places

It is a sort of a paradox that people are today moving even more in their work than 
before, although new digital working environments allow working from “any-
where”—including working permanently from one fixed place (Table 3). Temporary 
stopping places such as hotels and airport lounges are discussed in the section 
“Third Workplaces.” Work-related moving can be divided into commuting, i.e., 
traveling between a place of residence and a place of work and traveling for work. 
In both cases, cars, trains, taxis, buses, trams, aeroplanes, ships, bicycles, and other 
vehicles are used for moving and sometimes as moving workplaces.

Rather little is known about working in moving workplaces. From the employ-
ees’ point of view, there is an opportunity to interact with interesting strangers, and 
sometimes moving places such as ships are exotic places to work. On the other 
hand, moving places also provides chances to be alone and to think and reflect. The 
opportunities to concentrate on reading, writing, using a smart phone, and consult-
ing documents also increase, for example, on trains. On the other hand, the main 

Table 2 Benefits and drawbacks to working in a main workplace (Becker et al., 1991; Becker & 
Sims, 2000; Greengard, 1994; Felstead et al., 2005; Koroma et al., 2014)

Benefits Drawbacks

From the viewpoint of employees From the viewpoint of employees

   Face-to-face interaction    Different mindsets of local and mobile 
workers

   Fluent communication    Feelings of lost privacy
   Social support from colleagues    Uncontrolled noise and interruptions 

(uninvited chatting and questions) in work
   Explicit and tacit learning    Disturbance created by meetings within 

the space ➔ difficulties in concentrating
   Feedback is available    Unpredictable situations
   Rich communication    Overhearing coworkers
   Business is performed in a spontaneous, 

informal, and flexible manner
   Two people trying to use the same desk, 

not finding a place to work
   Storage of materials in an open office can 

be problematic
From the viewpoint of employers From the viewpoint of employers

   Lower costs of office space when compared to 
private work rooms

   Employees may be reluctant to give up 
their own space

   Better use of space with an increased 
headcount per desk

   An overly high density may become 
counterproductive

   More face-to-face interaction between 
managers and their teams (if that is valuable)

   The size of teams may create space 
shortages

   Enhanced flexibility and satisfaction of 
employees when implemented carefully and 
effectively

   Managing turnover of spaces between 
users

   Quicker decisions because of enhanced 
communication

   Scheduling conflicts
   Investments in equipment and training
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challenge is the necessity to adapt to changing environments again and again. What 
is possible in one space may not be possible in another. In order to work, it is neces-
sary to take along numerous devices to communicate and collaborate, and missing 
power sockets are a common nuisance.

Once again, a company can save on the costs of premises, and it is better able to 
respond to customers’ needs. On the other hand, providing employees with com-
munication tools increases costs. There is no direct control over employees, as 
tracking them may be unethical.

There also seems to be some difference between working in public places such 
as on trains and working in a private car. Public transport throws large numbers of 
strangers together in enclosed spaces under the observation of each other.

The places to work when moving are quite often public places; therefore it is 
significant to notice differences between the activities that should be executed in 
private and those that can be done in public places. Because public places, such as 
trains, were not originally designed as work sites, they tend to be noisy and filled 
with commotion (Breuer & Van Mel, 2003; Forlano, 2008; Lyons et  al., 2008). 
Furthermore, a lack of privacy is a limitation for confidential issues, because when 
tasks can be overheard and/or overseen, they are less likely to be performed (Axtell 

Table 3 Benefits and drawbacks to working while on the move (Greengard, 1994; Harrison et al., 
2004; Felstead et al., 2005; Koroma et al., 2014)

Benefits Drawbacks

From the viewpoint of employees From the viewpoint of employees

   Possibility of interacting with interesting 
strangers

   Missing privacy in public transportation

   Possibility of being in interesting and 
exotic places to work

   Limited time in use

   Possibility of being alone, to think and 
reflect

   Unwanted interaction with strangers

   Possibility to concentrate on reading, 
writing, using a smart phone, and 
consulting documents

   Diminished spatial isolation and temporal 
freedom from work

   Continuous need to adapt to new environments
   Unexpected tasks and unforeseen demands
   Need to carry heavy bags and numerous 

devices to communicate and collaborate
   Missing power sockets
   Limitations due to public space norms
   Traffic: culture and conditions, insecurity, 

attention and concentration needed for driving, 
changes in route

From the viewpoint of employers From the viewpoint of employers

   Cutting costs of office space    Costs of communication and collaboration  
technologies

   More responsiveness to customers    No direct control
   Tracking where employees are; “telepresence”
   The length of the journey restricts work 

activities (short journeys)
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et al., 2008; Forlano, 2008). There may also be restrictions associated with mobile 
phone usage in some places, such as specific train carriages or public locations 
(Brown & O’Hara, 2003). In some cases, mobile workers feel that their work-related 
phone calls are disruptive to others (Perry & Brodie, 2006).

A train is a very public physical place. Sustained concentration in a noisy, public 
space, even under the best conditions, is difficult (Lyons et al., 2008). Consequently, 
there is a need to take breaks and alternate between business and relaxation (Axtell 
et al., 2008; Brown & O’Hara, 2003; Lyons et al., 2008). Accordingly, certain pre-
cautions are required to guard a personal workspace as it is not easy to leave a seat 
or specific location even for a short period of time (Axtell et al., 2008). Furthermore, 
the length of the journey affects the type of tasks that can be accomplished. For 
example, during short journeys, it may not be practical to set up certain technologies 
simply due to the time required to do so (Axtell et al., 2008). The research indicates 
that if workers are not directly told that they are expected to work while in transit on 
the train, they may have less motivation to engage in mobile working when the local 
conditions are prohibitive (Axtell et al., 2008).

The basic task associated with cars is to move persons and things from one loca-
tion to another. While cars may be somewhat precarious places from which to con-
duct work, it is not uncommon for mobile workers to conduct business while 
driving. Laurier (2004) describes how a mobile worker reads printed emails and 
other documents and makes phone calls while driving (multitasking). Many of the 
tasks conducted while driving are micro-tasks. Micro-tasks are defined as short but 
complete action cycles, such as reading a text message on a car or smart phone’s 
display and responding with a “yes” or “no.” Concentration is thus divided between 
working and driving, according to the demands of the traffic. One aspect of these 
environments which is different from traveling on public transport is that a car 
offers the needed privacy, thus allowing mobile workers to use their mobile phones 
quite freely while driving (Laurier, 2004). Forlano (2008, p. 39) claims that nontra-
ditional work settings are locations of “inconvenience, constraint, and specificity” 
and are the opposite to the anytime, anywhere philosophy and ideology. The car 
allows drivers more choices as to the type of social encounters. Felstead et al. (2005, 
p. 139) name different ways to use the private space of a car. First, it can be used to 
extend private time, that is, time outside the view of others that is used to think, to 
reflect, to talk aloud, or to express emotions. The second use is to promote varying 
levels of intimacy between friends and colleagues. The time used in the car is used 
in committed social interaction, which otherwise would not be possible. The third 
use is to connect to the outside world via communication devices.

5.5  Other Workplaces

Other workplaces include a multitude of premises such as a company’s own offices 
at different sites, telework and satellite offices, business offices provided by com-
mercial providers, and guest offices on the premises of partners’ and clients’ (e.g., 
Harrison et  al., 2004). “Hubs,” “telework centers,” “satellite work centers,” 
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“satellite offices,” or “tele-cottages” are remote from the main office and possibly 
close to employees’ homes. Often these places are transitional places where employ-
ees work only temporarily, though sometimes for longer periods. The first of these 
were built at the beginning of the 1970s in the USA (Nilles et al., 1976; Jaeger & 
Bieri, 1989) and later in other industrial countries. They were considered alterna-
tives to working at home and aimed at avoiding the harmful mixture of work, fam-
ily, and leisure time there and, at the same time, avoiding unnecessary time-consuming 
commuting to the main office. From the viewpoint of companies, the reasons for 
using them are also the shortage and cost of office space and a shortage of skilled 
personnel (Olson & Primps, 1984). Benefits and drawbacks of transitional other 
places are shown in Table 4.

Table 4 The benefits and drawbacks of working in transitional fixed places (Becker et al., 1992, 
1993; Eurofound, 2020a; Greengard, 1994; Jaeger & Bieri, 1989; Koroma et al., 2014)

Benefits Drawbacks

From the viewpoint of employees From the viewpoint of employees

   Helps to avoid the harmful mixture of work and 
family life

   The amount of work and salary paid

   More and better quality time with family    Technological limitations: missing 
power sockets and wireless connections

   Reduced commuting time to and from the main 
office

   Unpredictability of the working 
conditions

   Reduced employee stress related to commuting 
to main workplace

   Difficulties to locate people

   Social contacts, preserved professional identity    Feelings of disconnectedness from the 
organization

   Enhanced productivity    Unexpected tasks and unforeseen 
demands

   Maintaining privacy and personal space
   Missing competence for 

self-management
   May impede inter-office communication
   Diverse cultures and individuals
   Demanding social situations and a need 

to respond within a time limit
From the viewpoint of employers From the viewpoint of employers

   Lower rentable costs per square meter    Costs of communication and 
collaboration  technologies

   Availability of skilled personnel    Missing indicators to measure 
performance

   Reduction of traffic congestion, energy 
consumption, air pollution, and number of 
commutes

   Remote management is a challenge

   More productive working time    Difficulties in team activities and 
coordination

   Demonstration and promotion of new 
telecommunication products and services

   Missing guidelines
   Challenges to protect company secrets
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Other workplaces are locations to concentrate on your own work and to meet 
clients, partners, or suppliers. The time spent at other places is often devoted to 
meetings or to preparing for upcoming meetings and, as such, there may be a con-
tinuous change in topics or activities. There may also be demanding negotiations or 
tasks that require extensive responsibility. In other words, the working days at other 
places are often long and fragmented (Vartiainen & Hyrkkänen, 2010). Informal 
socializing with colleagues and partners is also a common occurrence at other work-
places when they belong to the company’s own premises, while spare time is often 
used for reading documents and catching up on emails.

Mobile workers seek out resources when they arrive at a new site. Challenges 
associated with new sites include finding appropriate places from which to per-
form relevant tasks (Bosch-Sijtsema et  al., 2010) and locating the local people 
who can facilitate the successful completion of the necessary tasks (Mark & Su, 
2010). A lack of meeting rooms often occurs because of the habit of not cancel-
ling unnecessary bookings; the result is fully booked but often unused meeting 
rooms. As a result, visiting workers may be asked to vacate the room in the middle 
of a meeting (Mark & Su, 2010). Mobile workers realize that they will encounter 
unpredictable situations, but they cannot know exactly what those situations 
might be or what is required of them to resolve such conflicts (Perry et al., 2001), 
and therefore, they have difficulty in developing helpful routines (Mark & Su, 
2010). Problems occur especially in those places that are not intended to serve as 
a main workplace and are used asynchronously by various users (Laurier & Philo, 
2003; Mark & Su, 2010; Vartiainen & Hyrkkänen, 2010). Mobile workers cannot 
rely on the organization to provide a local office or even a stable set of artifacts 
(Mark & Su, 2010). The multitude of different individuals encountered, the cul-
tural differences, and sometimes dissatisfied or non-communicative clients can 
result in pressure and difficulties to complete work assignments (Vartiainen & 
Hyrkkänen, 2010).

From a company’s viewpoint, “other workplaces” such as satellite and telework 
offices also usually reduce costs per square meter because of their location away 
from business centers. Working in them may also promote environmental protection 
by reducing traffic congestion, energy consumption, air pollution, and the number 
of commutes. They may also increase the availability of skilled personnel. 
Alternatively, there are extra costs related to communication and collaboration tech-
nologies. Remote management is a challenge as indicators to measure performance 
may be missing, as well as guidelines on how to act. In some cases, protecting 
company secrets represents a challenge.

From an employee’s viewpoint, working near home may bring about a better 
quality of life, though working far from the main office may disconnect an employee 
from his or her work community. Working in a satellite office near the home helps 
to avoid the harmful mixing of work and family life, compared to teleworking at 
home. In addition to saving time, the reduced commuting time to and from the main 
office reduces employee stress related to commuting. On the other hand, social con-
tacts with peers and preserving one’s professional identity are challenges.
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5.6  Third Workplaces

After traveling, mobile workers land somewhere. One type of landing space is “a 
third workplace.” Third workplaces are hotels, cafés, pubs, restaurants, conference 
venues and fairs, as well as public areas, such as parks, airport lounges, railway sta-
tions, and motorway service stations (Vartiainen, 2006, 2007). Third workplaces are 
also for short-term transitional stops. Usually they are used only temporarily, for 
hours or, maximally, some days. They are the places where a mobile worker stops 
for a while and maybe does something related to work. Felstead et al. (2005) refer 
to these places as in-between transitional spaces, as they are often visited only 
briefly. Harrison et al. (2004, p. 24) refer to workplaces that are instantly created by 
the user in an airport lounge or a train as “instant offices.” Table 5 shows some ben-
efits and drawbacks of third places.

In a study by Vartiainen and Hyrkkänen (2010), third places represent a forum 
for informal meetings with colleagues or an environment for conducting necessary 
business activities using laptops and other technologies. Often, this is conducted 
after official office hours in hotel rooms or restaurants. Forlano (2008) notes that 

Table 5 Benefits and drawbacks to work in third places (Becker & Tennessen 1995a; Felstead 
et al., 2005; Koroma et al., 2014)

Benefits Drawbacks

From the viewpoint of the 
employees

From the viewpoint of the employees

   Freedom and control of 
time and schedule

   Reduced ability to separate work from personal life

   Improved concentration 
in privacy

   Missing privacy and personal space, interruptions

   Easy access    Need to find reliable people and trust them
   Reduced social interaction with coworkers
   Unexpected tasks and unforeseen demands
   Loss of opportunity to learn from others
   Limited time in use
   Missing technological infrastructure and devices and little 

control over resources in the environment result in 
nonproductive time

   Inconvenient spaces
From the viewpoint of 
employers

From the viewpoint of employers

   Cutting costs of office 
space

   Low public image

   More working hours    Challenge to protect confidential information
   Tailored work 

environment
   Quick availability and 

access
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these places, especially cafés, are used as innovative spaces to enhance one’s pro-
ductivity, to collaborate, and to participate in specific work communities and net-
works. Locally mobile workers frequently use service stations and other agreed-upon 
rendezvous points for both informal and formal meetings.

Today, cafés have become increasingly more important and more common as 
places for both work and social activities. Mobile workers can work from their lap-
tops, conduct business calls, and socialize from a café. Forlano (2008) found that 
the traditional division of work and leisure, public and private, blurs when working 
in cafés. She also notes that in popular cafés, it is often difficult to find an available 
workplace or table and doing so may require queuing and table-hopping. Specific 
cafés may be important to different people for varied reasons. For example, the 
trustworthiness of the other patrons is important because each interaction entails a 
negotiation for location and security. Accordingly, Brown and O’Hara (2003) as 
well as Forlano (2008) found that the lack of privacy and confidentiality in cafés 
limits the work activities that can be conducted in them. Forlano (2008, pp. 28–42) 
studied cafés as mobile workplaces. She describes them richly as public or semi- 
public places blurring and often contradicting traditional dichotomies such as 
employee and employer, work and play, online and offline, public and private, pres-
ence and co-presence, individual and community, and local and global aspects. 
Work and play are blurred, for example, some people may work using their laptops, 
while others are talking with their friends. Some come there to use the free wireless 
network, while others just want to write offline. Public and private aspects mix in 
various manners, for example, cafés are places to have interesting conversations, but 
on the other hand the presence of work and availability may be clearly signaled, for 
example, with headphones, and private space is sometimes found outside in the 
street. Further, more permanent social network can be built while working in cafés; 
informal short discussion can grow into long-term collaboration concerning work 
issues. Cafés themselves transform to different usages at different times of the day. 
In the morning, they are places for relaxed newspaper reading, at noon they turn into 
working places with laptop users, and in the evenings they turn into bars.

Airports are used for reading documents and emails, working from a laptop, 
making business calls, and conducting meetings. The time spent traveling and wait-
ing at airports is associated with delays and waiting times over which the mobile 
worker has little control (Breuer & Van Mel, 2003; Perry et al., 2001). Workers can 
only partially use the available time for their work activities as there is little control 
over the resources in the environment available to the mobile worker (Perry et al., 
2001). Breuer and Van Mel (2003) found in their study of Dutch business travelers 
that quiet work environments such as airline lounges may allow more privacy, but 
they are often too far from the terminal and access is therefore limited.

The benefits of third places from a company’s point of view once more concen-
trate on cutting costs. Working in these places also means more working hours. On 
the contrary, if they are in permanent use, the public image of the company may 
suffer. Investing in the technologies that are needed is not without its costs. 
Additionally, protecting confidential information is a challenge. From the viewpoint 
of third place owners, the possibility of working may attract new customers, as 
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happens in cafés. From an individual viewpoint, feelings of freedom and control 
over time and schedule may increase. Easy access contrarily may reduce the ability 
to separate work from personal life. Privacy and personal space are missing, and 
there may be interruptions. Reduced social interaction with coworkers may result in 
the loss of opportunities to learn from others. The technological infrastructure and 
devices that are needed in order really to be able to work are often lacking.

5.7  Challenges and Hindrances in Mobile 
Multilocational Work

In their review, Koroma et al. (2014) conclude that mobile multilocational workers 
can be characterized as “lonely riders” as they are strangers wherever they are. The 
most common challenges and hindrances show that problems concerning incompat-
ible and limited working space, ICT connections, and access are found in all identi-
fied locations, while interruptions are related to most of the identified locations, 
except the home, and that being an outsider with respect to the work community is 
common to all places except third places (Fig. 5). The continuous change in physi-
cal locations results in an ongoing search for a place to conduct the day’s business. 
Time after time, mobile workers must address problems caused by limited working 
space. The main challenge, however, of virtual spaces seems to be limited 

Fig. 5 The most common hindrances affecting mobile multilocational workers in physical (P), 
virtual (V), and social (S) spaces (Koroma et al., 2014, p. 150)
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connections and a lack of Internet access despite the technological improvements in 
recent years. From the social space perspective, mobile multilocational workers 
remain outsiders when visiting their clients or partners, and even when at their main 
workplace, they are not considered part of the workplace community. Mobile work-
ers are alone while traveling and visiting their contacts, thus resulting in a lack of 
support, a challenge in terms of synchronizing with colleagues (perhaps due to dif-
ferent time zones), and sometimes a feeling of being marginalized.

Specific, mainly physical hindrances are associated with moving places emerg-
ing both from internal and external demands. In addition, behavioral norms limit the 
possibilities to work. In some places, it is difficult to find people and suitable places 
to work. In addition, meeting people is demanding due to cultural factors. In third 
places, a mobile worker has little control over the physical resources. In addition, 
the people in the area, for the most part, are strangers. In the main workplace, a 
mobile worker has difficulties finding a place for his or her belongings. Furthermore, 
he or she may have difficulties adapting to the local community. At home, a mobile 
worker is confronted with spatial and social availability challenges. Limited privacy 
and ergonomic concerns are mostly related to moving, other, and third places. 
Technological problems and the lack of ICT support are associated especially with 
the main workplace and other places. Working in places other than the home or a 
private car is characterized by restlessness and interruptions because of other peo-
ples’ behavior. While public places are busy and crowded settings, they are regu-
larly used for working. There seems to be a distinct difference between behavior in 
a private space (private car) and behavior in a public space (cafe, airport, train, air-
plane). Private cars may afford more privacy, but it is impossible to perform tasks 
that require space or the use of both hands even though employees often find them-
selves multi- and micro-tasking. As the access to space is even more limited on 
public transportation, adjustments are required to provide suitable space for any 
work purpose.

6  Leading and Managing a Mobile Workforce

Uncertainty and the need for continuous change have implications for mobile work 
management strategies. As Ashby’s (1958) law of requisite variety says, the greater 
the variety in the environment of a system, the greater the variety that should be 
within the system to adapt properly to its environment. The changes in workplace 
strategy and alternative officing have great effects on the organization, on its human 
resource functions, and on the required technologies. Mobile multilocational work 
challenges the social functions of a traditional organization such as socializing, 
commitment, knowledge sharing, and organizational learning. The challenge is to 
develop a model for which alternative work options are the norm. This requires a 
fundamental change of mindset.

New types of work are challenges for managers and workplace designers, as well 
as for human resources and knowledge management specialists, not to mention 
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employees themselves, who should change their mindsets to be able to adapt to and 
participate in the change by crafting their work. Helping corporations to gain the 
competence to design the infrastructure to support and enable this distributed mobile 
work is at the core of helping them to be productive and agile. The alignment of 
work, space, people, and information technology, in fact, has become a practical 
necessity for all organizations.

Some tentative and general practical implications can be derived for improving 
human resources and re-designing multilocational work even though mobile work-
ers are autonomous and generally able to draft their jobs. We should not regard 
mobile work as a constrained form of static work but rather as a type of work that 
has different values for different people and companies, different opportunities for 
actions, and different methods for performing work. Accordingly, the following are 
suggested for human resource professionals:

 1. Promote the awareness of mobile multilocational work-specific challenges and 
hindrances to develop practical improvements and solutions to work practices 
that could positively impact employee engagement and vigor.

 2. The contents of recruiting and training employees should be reconsidered. Not 
everyone is suited to working in a mobile virtual manner, perhaps for work- 
family- leisure-balance reasons, for example. The integration of newcomers into 
a mobile work environment is a challenge because they traditionally learn “tac-
itly” by observing, experimenting, and acquiring information from supervisors 
and coworkers.

 3. Be aware of assuming that changing physical spaces and mobile devices are a 
complete virtual office. Physical premises are still needed as the basic precondi-
tions for adequate working.

 4. Analyze the needs and provide applicable ICT support. The main challenge 
related to the use of ICT are the limited connections and access despite the tech-
nological improvements in recent years. Information and communication tech-
nologies are the enablers of multilocational work. They are a necessity to access 
information and knowledge and other people. Electronic communication and 
collaboration can replace social contact to some degree, but not fully.

 5. For the management, telework requires managers to establish different ways of 
supervising and assessing the performance of subordinates (Boell et al., 2013). 
Management needs to identify objectives that can be allocated to individual 
employees.

 6. The increased autonomy of the individual requires more explicit articulation of 
the formal and informal contracts that bind him or her to the purposes of the 
organization. In addition, a legal framework clearly showing each stakeholder’s 
entitlements and obligations is needed so that there is a shared understanding 
what to do and how.

 7. Developing this kind of an agreement requires explications of a psychological 
contract. It represents the mutual beliefs, perceptions, and informal obligations 
between an employer and an employee. It sets the dynamics for the relationship 
and defines the detailed practicality of the work to be done. It is distinguishable 
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from a formal written contract of employment, which, for the most part, identi-
fies only mutual duties and responsibilities in a generalized form.

The roles and practices of participating employees must necessarily shift in order 
to maximize the benefits arising from the new mobile work situation. Team mem-
bers know how to exploit the skills and expertise of others, but the mutual under-
standing that makes such behavior possible is more difficult to achieve with greater 
dispersion and mobility of team members. There is a loss of subtlety in communica-
tion from not being able to see facial expressions and bodily gestures and from not 
being able to share informal moments between substantive exchanges. Moreover, 
when relationships with other team members become restricted to formal occasions 
that have strictly to do with project purposes, a diminution of the opportunity for 
further communication can arise in informal situations.

7  Future Developments

In the future, the development and increase of remote and virtual work including 
mobile multilocational work will be closely integrated into though not determined 
by the development of technologies, expanding 5-G bandwidths, and ever-smarter 
mobile devices and the organization of work, organizational policies, management 
culture, and societal regulations. Technologies serve as enablers of flexible ways of 
working, especially coworking.

The COVID-19 epidemic created a natural experiment that highlighted the 
importance of competencies to adapt and overcome the abrupt changes in work and 
its contexts. It showed that quick changes are not only possible but also expected in 
working life. A survey by EuroFound (2020b) in April 2020 showed that over a third 
(37%) of those working in the EU began to telework as a result of the pandemic—
over 30% in most Member States. However, as Sostero et al. (2020) note, the large 
expansion of telework since the COVID-19 outbreak has been strongly skewed 
toward high-paid white-collar employment. This development may continue, result-
ing in strong digital divide. For comparison, a US survey (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020) 
collecting a total of 25,000 responses from April 1 until April 5, 2020, showed that 
over one-third of workers responded to the pandemic by shifting to remote work. 
The studies on telework during the pandemic show that most teleworkers collabo-
rated virtually with their colleagues, managers, and customers during their working 
days. Therefore, digital competences are especially needed in remote virtual work. 
These and similar studies around the globe show that this “natural experiment” has 
until now brought forth unanswered questions on how to anticipate these kinds of 
partly unexpected situations, organize remote work and working conditions, and 
provide needed social and virtual support. It has been anticipated (Sostero et al., 
2020) that the share of work (“teleworkability”) that could be carried out remotely 
is much greater than the pre-outbreak prevalence of teleworking, which was mar-
ginal in most countries.
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It is evident that digitalization and organizational and societal decision-making 
have changed our working environment, work processes, task and job content, 
structures and organizations, and products and services in many ways—resulting in 
the need for partly and completely new ways of working and competencies. This 
development has resulted in various types of present and future jobs—some are 
hybrid, and some others are completely new. Their common feature is the multipur-
pose use of digital technologies, especially those technologies used for communica-
tion and collaboration and the search for new knowledge.
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